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Abstract	
South	 African	 Public	 Universities	 are	 facing	 transitional	 challenges	 as	 they	 traverse	 uncharted	
territory	in	decolonising	knowledge.	The	idea	of	decolonising	knowledge	brings	with	it	the	need	to	
review	curricula	as	well	as	the	lecturer’s	pedagogy.	A	cybernetic	approach	using	conversation	theory	
is	 presented	 as	 a	 viable	 solution	 to	 inclusive	 and	 ethical	 contextual	 curricula	 design.	 Through	
conversation,	 contextual	 enquiries	 can	 be	 achieved	 which	 are	 then	 used	 as	 reference	 points	 in	
revising	curricula.	 In	this	paper,	a	report	back	on	a	recent	curriculum	re‐design	is	presented.	The	
results	 of	 this	 process	 have	 been	 positive	 with	 students	 demonstrating	 increased	 participation,	
personal	responsibility,	and	higher	motivation	in	performing	assignments.	Other	positive	features	




dialoging	 in	 community	with	 one	 another	 and	 the	 teacher.	 The	 abstraction	 of	 the	 curriculum	 is	





Conversation	 theory,	 contextual	 teaching,	 cybernetics,	 curriculum	 design,	 decolonisation,	 ethics,	
heterarchy,	humanising	pedagogy,	social	justice.	 	
 Ethical	pedagogy:	Two	challenges	
New	styles	of	university	 teaching	and	 learning	have	emerged	and	educators	have	had	 to	become	




a	need	 to	 rethink	higher	 education,	 as	 colonial	 legacies	 still	 dominate	most	 classrooms,	which	 is	
problematic	for	a	large	proportion	of	the	student	population,	whose	African	worldviews	and	heritage	
















of	 the	 class	 or	 handing	 out	 notes	 is	 not	 teaching,	 and	 information	 is	 not	 knowledge.	 Knowledge	














outcomes	 of	 the	 resultant	 Act	 No.47	 continued	 the	 racial	 segregation.	 There	 was	 a	 view	 that	 black	 children	 (non‐
Europeans)	should	not	be	given	an	academic	education	as	these	children	would	grow	up	to	perform	low	skilled	manual	
labour;	hence,	the	academic	education	should	be	for	the	Europeans	(Eiselen,	1951).	





lecturer	 to	 professor	 does	 take	 considerable	 time.	 For	 example,	 the	 faculty	 of	 engineering	 at	 the	 University	 of	
Johannesburg	has	25	associate	professors	of	which	eight	are	black	and	nine	are	white.		
6 	Being	 both	 a	 participant	 and	 speaker	 at	 many	 workshops	 on	 decolonisation	 of	 knowledge,	 I	 observed	 that	 many	
in	lieu	of	colonial	values.	To	address	social	justice	in	an	educational	context,	educators	would	need	
to	 aspire	 to	 a	 humanising	 pedagogy,	 whereby	 the	 worldviews	 of	 the	 groups	 who	were	 unfairly	









knowledge	 creation	 and	 social	 justice	 in	 education.	 While	 the	 former	 obstacle—constructing	
knowledge	in	the	classroom—	is	well	researched	and	published	(Glasersfeld	1992;	Herr	2014;	Baron	




The	 implied	 method	 presented	 is	 heterarchical	 conversational	 teaching	 and	 learning 7 	from	 a	
cybernetic	perspective.	Conversation	Theory	(CT)	is	used	as	a	framework	for	a	contextual	approach	
to	curricula	design	embracing	the	worldviews	of	those	who	sit	in	the	classrooms,	in	turn	valuing	the	
students’	 existing	 knowledge,	 culture,	 and	 life	 experience	 (Bartolome,	 1994).	 Contextualising	
curricula	 requires	 an	 enquiry	 into	 the	 epistemologies	 of	 the	 students	 (explained	 in	 the	 paper).	
Through	 conversations,	 contextual	 enquiries	 can	 be	 achieved	 which	are	 then	used	as	reference	
points	in	revising	the	curriculum.		
In	this	paper,	a	report	back	on	a	recent	curriculum	re‐design	is	discussed.	A	 strategic	 approach	 to	





























including	 the	 course	 content	 or	 syllabus,	 teaching	 approach,	 and	 assessment	methods.	However,	







8	Teaching	 in	 foreign	 countries	 highlights	 the	 differences	 that	 exist	 across	 cultures.	 For	 example,	Western	 educated	
academics	who	teach	in	a	Muslim	Arab	nation	in	a	university	or	college	that	comprises	of	only	female	students,	poses	




weltanschauung,	which	 is	 commonly	 used	 in	 philosophy	 texts	 owing	 to	 a	wider	 definition	which	
describes	 both	 the	 individual	 and	 society	 as	 being	 linked	 to	 cultural	 understandings,	 beliefs	 and	
values.	 These	 understandings,	 which	 are	 often	 tacit,	 originate	 from	 the	 vast	 works	 that	 poets,	
mythical	 writers,	 and	 story	 tellers	 have	 built	 up,	 to	 a	 point	 where	 it	 becomes	 formalised	 as	 an	
accepted	 linguistic	 domain	 for	 that	 society	 or	 culture	 (MacIntyre	 1987,	 392).	 The	 cultural	
understandings	 form	 a	 foundation	 and	 justification	 system	 that	 seems	 unarguable,	 unless	 the	
arguments	are	made	within	the	same	frame	of	reference	or	epistemology.	MacIntyre	believes	that	














denote	 that	 there	 is	 a	 dynamic	 circular	 loop	 of	 contemplation	 and	 change	 invoked	 from	 several	
sources	(Glanville	2013;	Foerster	1991).	This	distinction	is	important	in	the	context	of	this	paper.	
When	the	curriculum	is	opened	to	the	students,	several	reflection	loops	occur—we	reflect	on	one	
another’s	 reflections.	 Since	 this	 happens	 in	 community	 with	 one	 another,	 it	 is	 dynamic	 and	




























process.	 However,	 in	 terms	 of	 decolonising	 the	 curriculum,	 the	 role	 of	 the	 teacher	 should	 be	































represents	 the	open	space	or	plains	 that	are	shown	 in	 the	 images	of	 figure	1.	 Since	each	 student	










For	 example,	 students	 provided	 the	 following	 topics	 for	 their	 assignments	 in	 2016:	 Bluetooth	
encryption	for	wearables12,	underwater	sea	cabling,	WIFI	security,	and	database	security.	From	these	










the	next	 topic	 in	 the	 syllabus.	For	example,	 students	understand	 the	 topic	of	mechanical	 friction.	
Physical	 friction	 is	 easily	 demonstrated	 in	 a	 classroom—moving	 one’s	 hand	 over	 sandpaper,	 or	







They	 also	miss	 the	 opportunity	 to	 gain	 an	 understanding	 of	 what	 areas	 of	 the	 syllabus	 are	 not	
understood	by	the	students	or	which	topics	should	be	changed.	Thus,	the	point	of	co‐creating	the	
syllabus	is	also	meant	to	inform	the	lecturer	on	the	parts	of	the	curriculum	that	are	troubling	for	the	
students	 prior	 to	 assessments.	 When	 the	 lecturer	 engages	 with	 the	 students,	 attempting	 to	







14	This	method	 also	 shows	 students	 that	 knowledge	 should	 not	 be	 compartmentalised	 but	 intermingled	 as	 there	 is	
considerable	overlap	in	principles	across	many	disciplines.	
their	lessons	which	are	ineffective.	I	am	surprised	that	lecturers	rarely	ask	their	students	how	they	
experienced	 the	 lecture,	what	 they	 learned,	what	 improvements	 can	be	made,	 and	 so	 forth.	 This	
heterarchical	approach	allows	students	to	be	included	in	the	education	system	as	co‐creators	and	not	
simply	receivers	of	information.	Since	the	students	are	sitting	in	the	classes,	they	should	have	a	say	












I	 am	 often	 asked	 how	 I	 engage	with	 students	 and	 get	 them	 to	 participate	 in	 the	 class	 (point	 b).	
Cybernetics	is	an	interdisciplinary	approach	or	philosophy	that	I	attempt	to	enact	in	my	pedagogy.	
Cybernetics	 deals	 with	 circularity,	 form	 and	 patterns,	 communication	 systems,	 and	 observer	
dependence.	One	area	of	 cybernetics	 is	 conversation	 theory.	Conversation	 theory	has	 its	 roots	 in	




size‐fits‐all	 paradigm	 to	 a	 humanising	 approach	 which	 addresses	 the	 moral	 responsibility	 of	
educators	enacted	in	a	careful	engagement	(del	Carmen	Salazar,	2013).	
1.4.1 Cybernetics	and	conversation	theory	






their	 own	 change	 (Thomas	 and	Harri‐Augstein	 2001,	 952).	 Conversation	 theory	 focusses	 on	 the	
architecture	of	conversations,	the	creation	of	knowing,	and	the	evolution	of	perspectives	(Pangaro	
2001,	802).	Gordon	Pask	(1975a,	1975b,	1976a,	1976b)	studied	conversations	and	how	people	learn.	
Pask	 (1976a,	122)	argued	 that	each	person	has	 their	own	unique	 learning	 style	which	cannot	be	
directly	known16.	A	person	cannot	know	how	someone	else	 thinks,	but	observers	may	gain	some	







participants	 in	 the	 conversation	 express	 how	 they	 understand	 topics	 and	 provide	 contextual	
information	which	gives	rise	 to	 their	understandings.	 In	this	recursive	process,	 the	parties	 to	 the	











sided,	 there	 should	 not	 be	 a	 dominant	 discourse.	 Variety	 and	 mutual	 learning	 is	 valued	 as	 the	
curriculum	and	understandings	surrounding	 the	curriculum	are	embraced	and	adjusted	by	other	
worldviews.	 With	 every	 person	 experiencing	 their	 life	 differently,	 there	 exist	 multitudes	 of	
worldviews.	 Conversation	 theory	provides	 various	 tools	 that	 educators	 and	 students	may	use	 to	
assist	in	their	communication.			
																																																								




































Earthing	 of	 electrical	 equipment	 is	 used	 to	 protect	 people	 and	 equipment	 from	 lightning	 and	
electrical	discharges.	The	goal	of	earthing	is	to	provide	the	excess	electrical	current	(fault	current)	
with	a	low	resistance	path	to	the	general	mass	of	the	earth.	To	achieve	this	goal,	various	techniques	













































Student	 5	 asked	 a	 very	 important	 question.	 This	 question	 reflects	 an	 important	 oversight	 in	 the	























































high	 crime	 rate.	 Textbooks	 dealing	 with	 earthing	 and	 lightning	 protection	 do	 not	 address	 this	
challenge	of	theft	and	thus	this	local	experiential	knowledge	is	of	value	to	inform	the	course	contents.	
Theft	 of	 infrastructure	 affects	 road	 signalling	 (traffic	 lights),	 power	 stability	 (electricity	 supply),	
radio	networks	and	telecommunications.	Drain	covers,	metal	railings	on	sides	of	roads	and	so	forth	















T:		 Cladding	 is	 like	a	 layer	 that	 is	put	over	 the	 structural	 frame/walls.	We	 talk	of	 interior	and	










































































single	 entity	 but	 is	 influenced	 by	 and	 influences	 those	 who	 engage	 with	 it.	 The	 curriculum	 is	 a	
dynamic	 part	 of	 the	 education	 system	 perturbed	 by	 the	 teacher,	 students,	 and	 other	 interested	
parties	who	act	as	steering	agents.	Industrial	partners	have	an	important	role	as	they	represent	the	





The	 use	 of	 circular	 shapes	 is	 meant	 to	 represent	 recursivity.	 There	 is	 no	 control,	 only	 mutual	
influence	in	the	system—there	is	no	hierarchy.	If	the	reader	imagines	the	outer	loop	as	rotating,	it	is	
evident	that	there	is	no	top	or	bottom.	Each	of	the	steering	actors	can	influence	the	curriculum,	which	











Conversations	occur	when	 there	 are	 listeners	who	want	 to	 learn	about	 the	observing	of	 another	
person.	They	are	not	simply	spaces	 for	people	 to	hear	 their	own	voices.	Socratic	questioning	has	
minimal	value	in	this	approach	although	is	useful	as	a	conversation	starter	(exemplified	in	the	first	
part	of	 the	dialogue).	The	goal	 is	not	 to	 see	 if	 the	students	know	the	right	answer.	The	goal	 is	 to	
understand	 how	 the	 students	 understand	 the	 topics.	 This	 entails	what	 Anderson	 and	Goolishian	
(1992)	have	termed	a	not	knowing	stance.	In	this	approach,	even	though	I	am	the	specialist	in	the	
field	of	study	that	the	students	wish	to	master,	I	simply	do	not	know	the	knowings	of	the	students.	If	
I	 am	 attempting	 to	 engage	 the	 students	 in	 a	 conversational	manner	whereby	 they	 co‐author	 the	
curriculum,	I	must	be	willing	and	tolerant	(which	can	be	challenging)	while	also	being	generous	and	









is	 relevant	 to	 the	people	who	use	 it,	 it	 becomes	alluring.	When	 the	 content	becomes	personal,	 it	
becomes	interesting.	The	increased	involvement	in	my	classes	was	measured	by	participation	in	the	





being	able	 to	 link	 their	knowledge	 from	the	already	present	 topics	 in	 their	knowledge	store.	The	





When	 students	 are	 provided	 the	 option	 to	 steer	 and	 co‐create	 the	 curriculum,	 they	 in	 turn	 take	
responsibility	for	this.	For	example,	when	a	student	offers	a	topic	for	enquiry,	this	student	is	activated	
to	follow	through	and	listen	to	other	students	who	converse	on	this	topic.	The	topic	is	in	some	way	
linked	 to	 the	 proposer	 and	 often	 he/she	 wants	 to	 nurture	 or	 develop	 it.	 Care	 is	 an	 interesting	
outcome.	Students	demonstrate	care	in	their	comments/work.	The	feedback	is	that	since	the	content	



















it’s	 a	 form	of	 studying.	 The	 students,	 through	 their	 listening	 and	 speaking,	 provide	 a	 continuous	





























cater	 for	 this	paradigm	shift	 (Baron	2014;	Scott	2012).	Many	educators	who	are	 interested	 in	an	
eclectic	constructivist	approach	have	not	been	exposed	to	a	cybernetic	epistemology,	even	with	the	




























keep	 adding	 content	 and	 thus	 there	 is	 a	 requirement	 to	 review	what	 could	 be	 omitted	 from	 the	
module.	The	topic	of	frame	relay	was	omitted	which	was	an	older	method	of	telecommunications.	It	
is	 a	 challenging	 process	 to	 decide	 what	 to	 remove.	 I	 have	 answered	 this	 question	 by	 critically	




problem	 solving,	 higher‐order	 thinking	 skills,	 reasoning,	 improved	 effective	 communication,	
interpersonal	skills,	public	speaking,	 teamwork	and	collaboration	(DoE	2004,	16)29.	However,	 the	
idea	that	students	must	move	through	the	education	system	like	cattle	does	not	seem	congruent	with	

















(providing	 the	 topics	 to	 study).	 The	 role	 of	 the	 teacher	 is	 no	 longer	 just	 a	 person	 with	 the	
information—and	those	educators	who	think	this	is	their	primary	task	may	soon	be	out	of	work.	I	
argue	that	the	role	of	the	teacher	is	the	human	who	is	in	the	‘here	and	now’	adapting	according	to	the	

























One	 of	 the	 requirements	 for	 accreditation	 bodies	 is	 that	 there	must	 be	 proof	 of	 learning.	 In	 the	
conversational	teaching	approach,	the	learning	is	taking	place	right	in	front	of	the	teacher.	There	is	a	
sense	of	wellbeing	as	it	is	enjoyable	to	be	part	of	mutual	learning	and	upliftment.	The	students	have	
their	 teacher	 and	 their	peers	 at	 their	 disposal	while	 learning.	The	 learning	 is	memorable	 as	 it	 is	
inclusive	of	 the	personal	understandings	of	the	 learners.	 	The	teacher	can	use	tests	and	exams	as	
additional	proof	of	learning,	but	verbal	presentations	are	worthwhile.	In	most	job	applications,	it	is	
the	interview	where	employers	“see	for	themselves”	 if	they	are	convinced	that	the	applicant	is	as	
good	as	their	CV	claims.		
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